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Abstract 
 
The general thesis of this paper is that there exists a greater continuity between the lives of Soviet women during 
the 1920s and 1930s than is often acknowledged. Many historians who focus on women’s history tend to take the 
idea of a “Great Retreat” from the revolutionary ideals of the Bolsheviks immediately following the Revolution 
as a given, thus stating that the reemergence of traditionally patriarchal attitudes and policies toward women in 
the 1930s was a total reversal from the policies of the 1920s. The implication of this statement is that the 1920s 
were an era of actual gender equality, or at least a move toward it, whereas the 1930s is construed as a backlash 
against equality.  
 
Historians often make the mistake of assuming that the laws of the 1920s and representations of the “new 
woman” were based on reality, whereas the 1930s laws and representations were a gross rejection of what was 
essentially equality in law and practice, thus assuming they were accurate representations of a forced 
domestication of women. The judgment historians have made misses an essential point: the 1920s, despite the 
theoretical and political claims about the advancement of women, were still largely conservative and so the 
1930s and the cult of motherhood and domesticity in representation were not necessarily the momentous 
reversal of women’s actual equality, as is generally assumed. The patriarchal attitudes toward women, no matter 
the officially promoted position, were present in the 1920s and therefore the 1930s position on women was 
essentially an official embracing of those traditions.  
Finally, this paper also explores the diversity of Soviet women’s individual experiences in order to come to a 
better understanding of how the Soviet woman interacted with the State and the “official” ideology of the era. 
The often complex and contradictory relationship that women had with the State reveals that the line between 
“official” culture and the “unofficial” or everyday life were often blurred. What one sees is that within the 
Stalinist era there were women who supported the Soviet system, women who despised the system, and much 
more frequently, there were women whose relationship with the system was more or less ambivalent. But 
without dismissing the varying degrees of relative autonomy that can be found in the period, one essential factor 
remains: the continution of patriarchal and traditional attitudes about gender, which existed long before Stalin 
rose to power, were clearly a defining factor in how women’s lives would be led.  
